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Leaders of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) and their supporters began a twoweek march to Mexico City to lobby Congress for legislation guaranteeing the rights of indigenous
communities in Mexico. The march, which began in San Cristobal de las Casas in Chiapas state on
Feb. 25, will continue through 12 states and will culminate with a rally in front of the Chamber of
Deputies in Mexico City.
Hundreds of Mexican and foreign human rights advocates, journalists, and government observers
have joined the march, which several Mexican newspapers are describing as the "Zapatour."
President Vicente Fox, who has openly endorsed the march, has committed several units of the
federal police (Policia Federal Preventiva, PFP) to help ensure safe passage to the EZLN during
the march. Fox describes the march as a "bridge for peace." "If we all want peace, it will come
soon," Fox told a press conference. "If the real fight is for the restoration of indigenous rights, we're
fighting the same battle."
Since January, Fox has closed four army bases, released more than 50 prisoners, and, most
significantly, sent far-reaching legislation to Congress to reform the Constitution to recognize
indigenous autonomy and cultural and judicial rights. But Fox's actions have fallen short of what the
Zapatistas have demanded before they will resume negotiations. The EZLN is pushing for release
of all Zapatista federal prisoners and for the closure of three more military bases located near the
Zapatistas' Chiapas headquarters.

Zapatistas refuse to meet with President Fox
The Zapatistas have refused to meet with Fox, Chiapas peace commissioner Luis H. Alvarez, or
any representative from the federal government until these conditions are met. The EZLN leaders
have frequently said they hold Alvarez in high regard but insist that no meeting will take place
with the peace commissioner until Fox meets all their conditions for dialogue. EZLN spokesperson
Subcomandante Marcos said Fox's vocal support for the peace process is a simple public-relations
ploy. "He who governs has a big mouth but does not listen well," said Marcos, referring to Fox's
refusal to meet all the EZLN demands.
Historian Andres Aubrey said the peace process may be complicated because the president and
the Zapatistas have different views on what would constitute peace. "Fox sees peace as pacification,
a condition for development," Aubrey told the weekly news magazine Proceso. "The Ejercito
Zapatista describes peace in terms of adjectives, of justice and dignity." Mateo Zapata Perez, the
youngest son of legendary hero Emiliano Zapata, urged Fox to consider more seriously the demands
of the EZLN.
Emiliano Zapata fought for land rights for peasants during the Mexican Revolution in 1910 and is
the namesake for the EZLN. In an interview with the Mexico City daily newspaper El Universal,
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Mateo Zapata said Fox should not pursue a "simulated peace," because this would not resolve
the problems facing many Mexicans. "No one can stand hunger any longer," Zapata said. "This
is not only the case for the indigenous peoples, but for campesino communities and for many city
residents."

EZLN denounces government's development projects
During stops in communities in Chiapas and Oaxaca states, the EZLN has also taken the
opportunity to denounce Fox's free-market stance. In particular, the EZLN singled out Fox's
investment proposals to attract development to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and his PueblaPanama plan to push for regional development in southern Mexico and Central America. Marcos
told reporters that these projects would threaten the ecosystems that are the lifeblood for many
indigenous communities. On top of that, he said, the projects would do very little to help improve
economic conditions for many residents of the impoverished southern states. "These initiatives rely
on cheap Indian manual labor," Marcos said.
But Fox said Marcos' statements indicate he really does not understand the proposals. "Anyone
who wants to criticize the Puebla-Panama plan must understand it first," Fox told reporters. "This
initiative will not result in the forfeiture of territories or the loss of opportunities or natural resources
or the dignity of indigenous Mexicans." Some EZLN supporters are concerned that the number
of PFP and local police may not be sufficient to protect the Zapatistas in the face of death threats,
originating in the states of Oaxaca, Morelos, and Queretaro, against Subcomandante Marcos and
other rebel leaders.
Conversely, some federal legislators have urged the government to substitute plainclothes security
for the uniformed members of the protection team to reduce tensions during the tour. Meanwhile,
a group of 400 landowners and cattle ranchers, who claim to have lost land because of the Zapatista
uprising in 1994, threatened to block the Zapatistas from returning to Chiapas after the trip
to Mexico City. "We ask that the solutions to their problems do not infringe on our rights as
landowners who lost our property in January 1994," said group leader Constantino Kanter in an
interview with Proceso.
These landowners and ranchers, many of whom are sympathetic to the long-governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), are accused of funding the paramilitary groups that have
attacked Zapatista supporters in Chiapas.
Federal Deputy Emilio Ulloa Perez, a member of the Chiapas peace commission (Comision de
Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA), urged the landowners and ranchers not to take any actions
that could incite conflict. "We all have to contribute to this new transition," said Ulloa, a member of
the Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD). "What better way to start the process than with an
unarmed EZLN delegation whose primary intention is to dialogue."

Legislative commission to meet EZLN on March 12
COCOPA has strongly endorsed the march and has scheduled a meeting with the 24-member
EZLN delegation in Mexico City on March 12. This would be the first meeting between COCOPA
and EZLN representatives since peace talks broke off in 1996. "We're in agreement that the subject
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of the meeting be to develop the format for dialogue between the Zapatistas and Congress,"
Marcos told reporters. The Zapatistas are seeking an indigenous-rights bill modeled after the
agreement negotiated with government representatives in 1996. The agreements defined protection
of Indian culture and civil rights and awarded Mexico's 56 distinct indigenous nations a degree of
administrative autonomy from federal and state regulations (see SourceMex, 1996-03-21, 1997-03-12).
Fox submitted to Congress a version similar to the 1996 accords shortly after taking office in
December 2000 (see SourceMex, 2000-12-13). The indigenous-rights bill enjoys strong support
among legislators from the PRD and the Partido del Trabajo (PT) but has divided members of the
PRI and Fox's Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). Many PRI and PAN legislators have said they would
vote against the measure unless significant changes were made.
The dissenters include Sens. Enrique Jackson Ramirez of the PRI and the PAN's Diego Fernandez
de Cevallos, coordinators of their respective parties in the Senate. The two Senate leaders initially
criticized EZLN leaders for insisting on wearing their ski masks in a meeting with Congress. The two
leaders have since softened their stance.
Still, the hard-line position adopted by many PRI and PAN legislators could result in efforts to
significantly modify the indigenous-rights legislation. This in turn could doom the peace process,
since the EZLN has said any major changes to the plan negotiated in 1996 would be unacceptable
(see SourceMex, 2001-01-31).
The atmosphere has also been poisoned by the intransigence of other elected officials connected
with the PAN. For example, Queretaro Gov. Ignacio Loyola Vera created controversy when he
openly called Subcomandante Marcos "a coward" and described the Zapatistas as traitors to Mexico.
"They deserve the death penalty," Loyola said in a radio interview in early February.
Loyola's statements prompted PAN president Luis Felipe Bravo Mena to clarify that this is not
the party's position. Conversely, the indigenous-rights legislation has gained support from some
important entities, including the Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH). In testimony
before the Senate, CNDH president Jose Luis Soberanes urged senators to consider the bill
alongside proposals to reform sections of the Mexican Constitution that deal with protecting
the culture and the civil rights of indigenous peoples. (Sources: Proceso, Cox News Service, The
Washington Post, 02/25/01; Associated Press, 02/21/01, 02/25/01, 02/26/01; The News, 02/22/01,
02/26/01; The Dallas Morning News, 02/22/01, 02/23/01, 02/26/01; Los Angeles Times, El Economista,
02/23/01, 02/26/01; The New York Times, 02/26/01; Excelsior, 02/19/01, 02/23/01, 02/26/01, 02/27/01;
El Financiero, 02/20/01, 02/22/01, 02/23/01, 02/26/01, 02/27/01; Reuters, 02/01/01, 02/18/01, 02/22/01,
02/26/01, 02/27/01; CNI en Linea, 02/18/01, 02/19/01, 02/22/01, 02/25-27/01; Reforma, 02/01/01,
02/19/01, 02/22/01, 02/23/01, 02/26-28/01; La Jornada, 02/01/01, 02/22/01, 02/26-28/01; Notimex,
02/18/01, 02/22/01, 02/25/01, 02/27/01, 02/28/01; Novedades, El Universal, 02/19/01, 02/22/01, 02/23/01,
02/26-28/01)

-- End -©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

